Notes on Plotinus - Ennead Four, Eighth Tractate - On the Descent of Soul into Body 


4.8.1 From Divine Bliss to the Embodied Soul 

| often behold an astounding Beauty after | rouse my true self from the slumber of embodiment. After 
directing my attention away from all externalities, | am inwardly able to focus on my true self. | become 
aware that | am kin to the Divinities. Ascended, | live a Divine life and rise above all other Intellectual 
Beings. Yet after a moment of communion and repose, | inevitably descend. | fall through Intellect, fall 
into discursive Reasoning, and begin to question how | could ever depart from such a place. How did | 
come to be in a Body given the nobility that my Soul has revealed itself to be? 


Heraclitus implores us to ask this very question. He teaches that all things necessarily alternate from one 
contrary into another, that there is ascent and descent, and that there is refreshment in change as 
opposed to repeating the same tasks over and over. Yet Heraclitus speaks in metaphors and does not 
put things plainly. Perhaps he is implying that we must figure these things out for ourselves in the same 
way that he figured them out for himself. 


According to Empedocles' teachings, universal law dictates that all Souls who have committed sin must 
descend to the Sensible World. He confesses that upon having deserted Divinity, he became a slave to 
the discord that ravages this world. My views is that his works are based in the traditions and symbols of 
the Pythagoreans. Not only for matters of the Soul, but this influence extends to many other subjects. 
The fact that Empedocles wrote in poetic verse obscures his views to some degree. 


Finally, we have the words of Divine Plato to provide us some glimmer of hope for clarification. He has 
provided us with many Beautiful passages on the Soul, including multiple accounts of its initial entry into 
this world. What can we learn from this Philosopher? 


It can be challenging to discern Plato's view in light of inconsistencies in his written accounts. There are, 
however, some consistent facts. There is contempt for the Sensible World of Bodies, and blame is placed 
upon Soul for its association with Bodies. He reiterates the great truth of the Mysteries, namely that our 
Body is a cage, and our Soul is a prisoner here. Plato calls it a cave (See Plato's Republic 514a—520a) as 
does Empedocles (See Empedocles' Fragments 120 DK), and to me this represents this world. To break 
ones chains of bondage and ascend from the cave represents the ascent of the Soul back to Intellect. 


In Phaedrus, Plato states that the descent of the Soul is a result of the loss of its wings (See Plato's 
Phaedrus 246c). Periodic cycles (i.e. revolutions or circuits) of Nature return Soul to Intellect (see 
Phaedrus 247d). Judgement, Fate, and Necessity cause such Souls to return to the Sensible World again. 
Again, Soul is to blame for its descent into Body. 


Conversely, in Timaeus, Plato exalts the Sensible World as a Divinity. He writes that the Demiurge 
created Soul to imbue the world with Intellect. Since the Demiurge’s Goodness requires the Sensible 
World to be Intellective, and since only Soul can provide this power, the Soul of the Universe is 
generated for this purpose. In turn, each of our Particular Souls are designed to perfect the Universe. 
After all, for this world to be perfect there must be an equal number Sensible Beings as there are Real 
Intellectual Beings. 


4.8.2 The Body and Soul of the Universe 
An inquiry into Plato's conception of the Soul thus leads us to an inquiry into the Soul more generally. 
What about Soul's Nature leads it to mingle with Bodies? In which sphere or spheres of reality does the 


Soul operate in? Does it choose what it does and where? Further, we must ask about the role of the 
Demiurge. Does the Demiurge act with impunity, or does it suffer for mingling with its inferior creations 
in the same way that Soul suffers proportionally with its descent into the Body? 


To begin, we note that a Particular Body is inferior to the Body of the Universe. Thus, Particular Souls 
must descend to further depths in order to administrate them. Particular Elemental Bodies tend towards 
dissolution, and their parts scatter to wherever they are lead. The Body of the Universe is a Unified 
Whole and its parts are thus in their appropriate places Naturally. Our Particular Bodies are susceptible 
to all variety of external influences and needs. For these reasons they require constant vigilance and 
protection from their surrounding dangers. Conversely, the Body of the Universe is Perfect and Full. 
There is nothing which could affect its Nature, and as such it effortlessly obeys the will of the Soul of the 
Universe. in turn, the Soul of the Universe is Eternally steadfast in its governance, as it cannot 
experience the additions and losses that motivate distress and desire for change in Particular Bodies and 
their Souls (See Plato's Timaeus 33c). 


This is why Plato writes that our Soul is perfected when it ascends to govern the whole world (See 
Plato's Phaedrus 446c). This is to say, a Soul which has ascended beyond Particular Bodies is reunited 
with Universal Soul. So long as it does not descend again, it will thus participate in the governance of the 
Body of the Universe. As we have shown, the governance of the Body of the Universe does not imply 
duress for its master. Thus, it is possible for Soul to administer Body (at the Universal level) without 
suffering from Evil or descending. 


Soul's Providence for the Universe is achieved using two mechanisms. First, Soul can administer the 
entire Body of the Universe via Universally applicable and Eternal laws. Secondly, when Animating a 
Particular Body, Soul can experience and act directly through said particular Body. This second case 
mixes Soul with the Nature of the Particular Body it is animating in the resultant composite (i.e. Soul and 
Body). Universal Soul always governs via the Universal laws. These constitute the lowest descent of its 
power. At once, this shows that Divinity does not dictate that Universal Soul descends into Body. 
Universal Soul is not deprived of its Eternal Nature and ontological rank. Indeed, these properties are 
Essential to Universal Soul, and cannot be removed from it. Plato also writes that the relationship 
between Particular Souls and Heavenly Bodies mirrors the relationship between Universal Soul and the 
Body of the Universe. Since the Heavenly Souls move in coordination with the Soul of the Universe, 
Plato grants them Eternal bliss (see Plato's Timaeus 38b-c). 


Soul's Animation of Bodies has a bad reputation for only two reasons. One, Soul's Animation of a Body 
hinders its Intellectual capabilities. Two, Bodies fill Soul with various appetites and physical sensations 
for it to desire or avoid. Both of these negative consequences are not applicable to a Soul which has not 
descended deep into a Body. For Soul is not a slave, but master over the realm of Bodies. In its proper 
place, Soul has nothing to fear or desire as it is not associated with an individuality that can gain or lose. 
Soul possesses the Body of the Universe, which is perfect and contains everything that it needs. Thus, 
there is no source of anxiety at this rank which could distract Soul from the matters of Divinity. In turn, 
Universal Soul blissfully and Eternally governs the entire Universe via its Universal laws. 


4.8.3 The Function of the Human Soul 

Now we direct ourselves to the Human Soul, which is said to endure all sorts of misfortune, suffering, 
fears, and appetites while embodied (See Plato's Phaedo, 95d). The Body is a prison (See Plato's Phaedo, 
62b), and the Sensible World is just a cavern (See Plato's Republic 514a—520a and Empedocles' 


Fragments 120 DK). This itself does not contradict the proposition that Universal Soul is impassible, as 
the Human Soul does not descend in the same way or for the same reasons as Universal Soul. 


The Intellectual Cosmos contains all of the objects of Intellectual thought. In addition, it also contains all 
of the particular Intellectual acts, and the particular Intellects capable of Intellectual acts. Intellect is 
thus both one and many. Since there is one Universal Intelligence as well as many particular 
Intelligences, it follows that there is one Universal Soul and many Particular Souls as well. In both cases, 
the Universal is the source of the many Particulars. It is just as many species can derive from a single 
genus. Yet in spite of the fact that they spring from the same source, their capabilities, Intellectual and 
otherwise, will of course vary. Within Intellect, there is a distinction to be made. There is Universal 
Intellect as a whole, a single Being which contains within it the Potential for all Intellectual Beings. There 
are also the Particular Intellectual Beings, the Particular Potentialities as implied by Universal Intellectual 
Potential. 


Consider the Soul of a city, and consider the Particular elements which are necessary in order to express 
the Particular disposition of the entire city. The Principle which Universally orders all of the elements of 
the city would necessarily supersede smaller and more specific Principles which order smaller and more 
Particular elements of the city. Yet the Universal Principle is not necessarily Qualitatively different from 
these smaller Principles. Consider the Ideal Form of Fire. There are fires of various physical size, yet all 
mimic the Ideal Form (i.e. the Universal Essence) of Fire. 


Part of the Soul's function is Discursive Reasoning (l.e. the Reasoning Soul). Yet it does not limit itself to 
purely Intellectual Reasoning. Otherwise, there would be nothing to distinguish it from the Intellectual 
phase of Soul. In addition to its Intellectual functions, the Particular Soul has responsibilities tied to its 
descent. Such is the responsibility of all Real Beings. Thus, the Human Soul looks towards the purely 
Intellectual above with admiration. It looks at itself and preserves its Essence. It looks below, and seeks 
to guide it for the better. 


The Eternal and Impassible Intellectual Beings were not destined to be the furthest depth of descent. 
Their Universal Potential implies many Particular Potentialities, and thus Actualities. Thus, the existence 
of imperfect things follows as a necessity from the Eternal and productive nature of perfect things. 


4.8.4 The Differentiation of Souls 

Particular Souls themselves contain an innate desire to return to Intellect, from which they derive. 
Additionally, they have Power over inferior, Sensible things. They are thus like light from the sun, which 
illuminates us without the sun itself being drained. As long as Particular Souls remain within Intellect 
and in harmony with Universal Soul, they cannot suffer. There they share in the governance of the 
administrator. They are like regional lords who answer to an emperor and share in the administration of 
the empire. Their edicts are enacted without them descending from their thrones, and so they remain 
elevated as imperial royalty. 


As Particular Souls tire of their company, they retreat to the individuality of their Particular domains. 
When retreating inwardly to attend to their own domain for prolonged periods, a Particular Soul can 
weaken. This is because such a Soul shifts focus from Intellect to their individuality. Thus, it becomes 
enamored with the Particular cares of its domain. Distracted and overwhelmed, a Particular Soul thus 
descends into a Particular Body within its domain to administer its needs directly. In doing so, a 
Particular Soul penetrates into this Body and neglects its responsibilities to Universal Soul and the other 
Particular Souls currently working alongside it. 


This is what is meant when we say a Soul has lost its wings and is chained to the passions of the Body. 
Such a Soul has abandoned its peaceful existence among Divine royalty. Descended, Soul loses its direct 
access to Intellect. As it is said, the cave obscures its view. By breaking the bonds of embodiment, Soul 
may ascend. If a Soul can Reminiscence and follow the path illuminated by its Memories of the Ideal 
Forms and Essence, then it can return. No matter how far a Soul descends, a part of it remains always 
ascended and shows a path home. 


Thus, a Soul is like an amphibian. Souls live among two different worlds, one Intellectual and one 
Sensible. They may remain in the Intellectual for as long as they can harmonize with Divine Intellect 
itself. They linger in the Sensible World when they become preoccupied with it, or if the fate of the 
Sensible World sweeps them away. Plato hints at this, when he references the Demiurge's second 
mixing upon creation of Souls (See Plato's Timaeus, 41d). He segments them into parts, and tells us that 
as a necessary consequence they thus must be born into generation (See Plato's Timaeus, 42a). We 
must carefully read Plato in Timaeus, as for narrative purposes he describes things as being generated at 
some point. In reality, such occurrences are Eternal, always Becoming. 


4.8.5 Moral Faults of the Soul 

Now we can resolve all of the apparent contradictions. The Divine sows us into generation, and yet we 
also choose to descend. We are here in order to improve the world, but it is also a cave used for our 
punishment. We descend of our own free will, but also of Necessity. This is to say that Necessity and 
free will are compatible. Yet descent is still a choice for Evil. It is, as Empedocles says, a sin which brings 
us away from Divinity and causes us punishment. None the less, Heraclitus is also correct. There is 
respite in a lack of monotony (and thus ascent and descent). 


Descent is neither completely voluntary nor involuntary. No one voluntarily chooses to degrade 
themselves, but if our own choices cause us to descend, then surely we will suffer for our actions. The 
fact that Eternal Laws dictate suffering for someone as a consequence of their actions in no way 
contradicts the conception that this individual was also sent down from Divinity to achieve some 
purpose. No matter the number of steps in between a Principle and its results, the result is always 
sourced back to the Principle. 


Thus, we arrive at the two possible moral faults of Soul. The first fault of Soul is whatever motivates it to 
descend initially. The second fault of Soul is the Evil it is inclined to commit when descended. Indeed, 
the Evil which descended Souls suffers is their punishment for the original fault of being motivated to 
descend in the first place. The punishment for mild instances of Soul's second fault cause the Soul to 
transmigrate into another Body. This is why this is referred to as our judgement. In more severe cases, 
the Soul must undergo Divine Retribution under the care of its Guardian Daemon. 


To conclude, the Soul is a Divine Being which derives from the realm above, but it becomes trapped ina 
Body. Even though it is Divine (albeit of a low rank within Divinity), it comes into the Sensible World 
through innate instincts and its own free choice. It does so to bring Order to the Sensible World, and so 
long as it is efficient in its tasks, it may return to Divinity unscathed. It learns of Vice and Evil, but also 
exercises its powers of bringing the metaphysical Potential into physical Actualities. In turn, without the 
Sensible World, the Soul’s powers would be without application. If there were no realm to manifest the 
Actual, it may well not Exist. It is these Acts which reveal the hidden powers of the Soul. Thus, the Soul 
generates the exterior Sensible World such that it might experience in awe its own internal thoughts. 


4.8.6 The Inextricability of the Intellectual and Sensible 

There necessarily must be more than a single Unity. If Unity remained self-enclosed, there would be no 
distinctions, obscuring everything into uniformity. No Forms and no Beings could exist. In turn, there 
could be no Multiplicity of Real Beings without their consequential emanations, Souls. Further, Souls 
cannot just Exist without their own set of consequences, and they also must exercise their generative 
Powers. Every phase produces the next, vectoring out from a single Principle like a plant springs from a 
single seed. Thus, an indivisible point proceeds into the objects of Sensation. 


For a Principle to remain unaffected while producing many downstream affects is precisely the Essence 
of these higher phases of Being. Thus, these Principles cannot remain silent. Their power cannot be 
halted by intermediary forces, and so it proceeds as far as it possibly can. In this way, the most ineffable 
of proto-Principles extends as far as is possible. 


Indeed, there is nothing contradictory about the fact that all things participate in The Good, even if only 
in a limited capacity. Even Matter participates in it. If Matter is Eternal, then it participates in The Good. 
Everything which Exists Eternally receives Goodness from the unyielding Universal source of The Good. 
Alternatively, if Matter does not Exist primarily and is instead spurred on by some antecedent Principle, 
it still must trace its identity back to the most antecedent of all Principles which graces all things that 
Exist with Existence. 


Finally, we conclude that everything Beautiful in the Sensible World is but a limited demonstration of 
the Real Beauty, power, and Goodness of the Intellectual sphere. The Sensible and the Intellectual are 
inextricable. The Intellectual contains the self-extant Real Beings, the Sensible doing its best to 
participate in them given its limited power. 


4.8.7 The Two Spheres of Soul 

Soul belongs to two spheres, the Intellectual and the Sensible. It is better for the Soul to remain in the 
Intellectual sphere, but Soul's Nature dictates that it must necessarily participate in the Sensible World 
as well. Soul is of a lower rank among the Real Beings of Intellect, and so it has no right to feel 
disappointed about its position. Although Soul is among the Divinities, it sits on the extreme edge 
between the two spheres due to its inclinations to the Sensible. Thus, when Soul imparts something 
Intellectual in the Sensible World, the Sensible World tends to carry it away. The master becomes the 
servant, and Soul descends from its Intellectual seat of governance into the Sensible World of its 
constituents. In doing so, it abandons its post within Universal Soul. Yet Soul can always return to its 
source. It can learn of Divinity through embodied experiences and suffering, especially if it learns to 
relate these Sensible experiences with the Divinities that they participate in. The Sensible is in many 
ways the antithesis of the Intellectual. Thus, a Soul too naive to learn directly about the Good of Intellect 
can learn indirectly via comparison to more comprehensible experiences of the Evil of the Sensible 
World. 


The overflowing of Intellect must necessarily pour into the ranks beneath it until it reaches its terminus. 
It cannot overflow upwards or inwards, and so its movement is necessarily outward and below. The laws 
of Nature see that it flows to the furthest possible reaches, up until the Soul. Here it can descend no 
further, and so it turns around such that Intellect remains within the Intellectual. Sitting at the 
intersection, Soul has two operations. The first is to administer the Body to which it is mingled. The 
second is to Contemplate things Intellectually. 


Particular Souls which have descended into a Body must have these Intellectually experiences 
temporally. Over time, and through enough relations of the Sensible back to the Real Beings of Intellect, 
the Particular Soul may reunite with Universal Soul. Universal Soul, however, does not deal with any 
such annoyances. It remains outside the reach of Evil's influence. It relates only to the Sensible World via 
Contemplation, not delving into Sensible experiences. Thus, Universal Soul Eternally receives from the 
Intellectual Beings above it, and unabatingly provides for the Sensible Beings beneath it. 


4.8.8 Part of Every Soul Remains in Intellect 

Contrary to popular opinion, even our own Particular Soul does not descend completely. A part of it 
always remains within Intellect, but if the lower phase of our Soul is carried away with Body Sensations 
it can become dominated into losing awareness of the operations of its higher part. Indeed, the 
Contemplations of our Intellect only meet our embodied consciousness when the lower phase is 
receptive to these thoughts. In general, we are most conscious of the things which are processed by 
every phase of our Soul. Thus, it is possible for us to have a desire locked within our appetite. We are 
only consciously aware of this desire when we feel the Sensations associated with that desire or 
discursively deduce that we have a desire. 


Every Particular Soul has a side which is inclined upwards towards the intellectual, and a side which is 
inclined downwards to the Sensible. Universal Soul, the Soul of the Universe, manages the Body of the 
Universe via its lower side, but is not negatively affected in this process. This is because Universal Soul 
has no need for discursive reasoning, and can have direct, intuitive Intellectual contemplations. This is 
not a skill that Universal Soul learns and refines, but an innate ability. In turn, the Particular Souls which 
govern Particular Bodies within the Universe have a side which is directed to Intellect, but also a side 
which experiences the Sensory Perceptions of the Body. This lower side is liable to becoming distracted 
by these Sensory experiences. A Particular Body is but a small part of the Universe, and there are 
innumerable externalities that can affect it. A Particular Body is incomplete and cannot sustain itself. 
This is why it is so needy, and so easily distracted by the allures of physical luxuries. In contrast, 
Universal Soul is impassible to such considerations, and lives an unperturbable life. 


